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Is This The Future For The Smaller 
Practice?
By Wanda W. Ginner
If you want to get an excited conver­
sation going in a gathering of accoun­
tants, ask whether anyone in the room 
is doing any “forensic accounting.’’ 
Almost every CPA in the room will say 
they are doing some (even if they are 
not). Those who admit they have not 
had any experience with forensic ac­
counting will usually say they are “get­
ting into it.’’
In the last two years, California 
CPAs have seen a significant increase 
in the forensic accounting course 
material made available to CPAs 
through course presenters including 
the California CPA Foundation. The 
1985-86 Western States Catalog of 
Continuing Professional Education for 
CPAs lists at least sixteen courses 
specifically relating to forensic ac­
counting (and five of these are 
“new’’); and many of the remaining 
courses contain elements of forensic 
accounting in the course discussions.
What is all the excitement about?
Definition
The American Heritage Dictionary 
(Houghton Mifflin, 1982, Boston) de­
fines forensic as “pertaining to or 
employed in legal proceedings or ar­
gumentation.’’ In its current form, for­
ensic accounting is simply accounting 
concepts and/or information pre­
sented in a form suitable for a court­
room. With the recent increase in 
litigation of all kinds, and the increas­
ing emphasis on financial damage 
claims, accounting has suddenly 
become a key element of many law­
suits, and forensic accounting has 
become the darling of the accounting 
profession. Unfortunately however, for 
both the profession and the clients, 
not everyone who practices forensic 
accounting should be doing so.
What does it take to get into foren­
sic accounting? More importantly, is 
it the right step for CPAs in smaller 
“non-Big-8” practices? The purpose 
of this article is to analyze the risks 
and rewards of such a step, and to 
briefly discuss the methods smaller 
CPA firms can use to develop a foren­
sic accounting practice, or to expand 
one which has already begun if the 
decision is made to go forward.
Pros and Cons
For CPAs in smaller practices, 
forensic accounting appears to be a 
relatively low-risk way to increase pro­
fessional income, to enhance public 
image, and to enjoy new challenges. 
There does not seem to be too many 
arguments against it, at first glance. 
However, the uninitiated professional 
should carefully examine the cons as 
well as the pros before deciding to 
move into the forensic accounting 
field.
Briefly, the arguments in favor of 
beginning or expanding a forensic ac­
counting practice are the following:
• Forensic accounting is a growing 
practice area which promises to 
provide increased income and a 
high per-hour yield.
• CPAs have a real feeling of client 
service in many forensic accounting 
engagements and the clients can 
be very appreciative of work visibly 
well done.
• The field is exciting, the work is 
challenging and CPAs get to exer­
cise skills—innovation, creativity 
and imagination—not always assoc­
iated with more routine accounting 
work; personal satisfaction can be 
great.
• Public image of the firm can be 
greatly enhanced and this, in turn, 
can bring in new clients and in­
crease the firm’s ability to attract 
new employees and retain existing 
staff.
• New marketing strategies can be 
employed, new professional con­
tacts made, and personal horizons 
broadened.
Many CPAs in smaller firms can 
quote a few more reasons for getting 
involved in forensic accounting. Less 
enthusiastically, some of those same 
CPAs can even identify one or two 
problems with a forensic accounting 
practice. For that reason, the “cons” 
listed below are discussed a little more 
fully than the “pros.”
• Forensic accounting is not just the 
same old accounting skills moved 
into the courtroom. A new set of 
concepts must be learned, new 
skills developed or honed, and old 
rules brought to bear on new situa­
tions. For example, many of the ex­
hibits CPAs are asked to prepare 
for courtroom use may well fall into 
the “special report” category and 
require specific report language 
and specific procedures in prepara­
tion. In addition, there is a whole 
new set of rules to learn—what the 
CPA “expert witness” can and can­
not do, how to properly present in­
formation for the Court, and what 
specific deadlines and timetables, 
must be met.
• Scheduling forensic accounting 
cases can be quite disruptive to the 
rest of a CPA practice. Courtroom 
schedules seldom defer to tax 
season, for example, and a case 
started safely in September’s 
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slower season can easily end up in 
court in the middle of March, when 
smaller practice units can least af­
ford to carve out several days for 
meetings with clients or attorneys 
and/or courtroom testimony.
• In the initial cases worked on, the 
CPA can end up performing a dis­
service to the client if the CPA’s 
lack of experience results in poorly 
designed exhibits, poor quality 
courtroom testimony, or badly pre­
sented information which confuses 
or misleads a judge and results in 
a bad decision for the client.
• Professional liability exposure can 
be severe if the client “loses” and 
is looking for someone to blame. An 
inexperienced CPA is very vulner­
able because the lack of experience 
may have resulted in some error, 
however small, which the client can 
use as a starting point for malprac­
tice action. Failure of the CPA to 
identify forensic accounting on pro­
fessional liability insurance applica­
tions can even result in subsequent 
attempts by the insurance carrier to 
deny coverage.
• Despite its potential for increased 
income and high per-hour yield, for­
ensic accounting is seldom work 
which can be done by staff; and 
since many smaller practices have 
workloads which are already “top 
heavy,” this increased time de­
mand on higher level talent just fur­
ther skews the workload.
• Inexperienced CPAs frequently run 
into problems with billing and col­
lection in forensic accounting en­
gagements, especially if the client 
“loses.” Here again, new rules 
have to be learned; and failure of 
the CPA to take a firm approach 
regarding billing and collection pro­
cedures may result in the appear­
ance of “taint” in the testimony or 
in noncollection of the fees. Cross- 
examining attorneys love to ask a 
CPA on the stand if their testimony 
is determined by the outcome of the 
trial—that is, whether the client’s 
ability to pay is in any way depen­
dent on a favorable decision.
• New marketing strategies take time 
and effort, and do not pay off im­
mediately. A great deal of time and 
money can be spent without results 
and the smaller practice units are 
least able to use limited resources 
on expansion efforts.
The Marketing Effort
First, and most important, the prac­
tice must be ready, willing and able to 
serve the new clientele. Once the 
decision is made to develop or expand 
a forensic accounting practice, and a 
specific marketing plan has been 
drawn up (discussed in more detail 
below), the CPA would be well-ad­
vised to spend time in a local court­
room, watching other expert witnesses 
testify and watching attorneys. This 
may seem to be a time-consuming ef­
fort, but it is probably the most impor­
tant first step. By watching other ex­
pert witnesses in court, CPAs can 
learn a great deal about many things: 
how to behave in court and on the 
witness stand; what expert witnesses 
are and are not allowed to do; what in­
formation and techniques appear to 
be most appreciated by judges and/or 
juries and most understood; and what 
does not seem to go over well. Just as 
importantly, the CPA can learn the 
functions of various courtroom person­
nel, and the layout of the courtrooms 
including the location of important 
facilities—ancillary (work and con­
ference) rooms, copying facilities, and 
restrooms and water fountains. (This 
latter knowledge can turn out to be a 
life-saver in the middle of a hectic 
trial!)
Watching other expert witnesses 
and attorneys at work in the courtroom 
has two beneficial results. First, the 
CPA gets a level of familiarity with the 
facility and people and processes that 
can have a calming effect the first time 
on-the-witness-stand testimony is pre­
sented. Everyone gets some stage 
fright, even after years of experience, 
but knowing something about what 
happens next makes it easier to deal 
with that stage fright. (Major law firms 
routinely send their new or junior 
employees to the courtroom to watch 
the senior members of the firm in 
action—for some of the very reasons 
outlined in this paragraph.) As a 
second benefit, the CPA can see first­
hand which attorneys appear to be 
efficient and organized and well- 
prepared in the courtroom. This knowl­
edge can help CPAs to avoid working 
with attorneys who are sloppy or un­
prepared— remember, it is the attor­
ney, and not the CPA, who directs the 
case and even the best-prepared ex­
pert witness can be tripped up in court 
by a poorly prepared attorney.
The first-hand observation process 
may well impact on the firm’s decision 
to begin or to expand a forensic ac­
counting practice. One important deci­
sion for each individual CPA to make 
as part of this observation process is 
an honest self-assessment: “Do I 
really have the knowledge and skills 
to do this work? Do I have a good 
speaking style—concise, professional, 
and coherent—or do I speak “ac­
counting language” all the time so 
that lay people do not understand 
me?” No matter how knowledgeable 
a CPA may be, failure to communicate 
that knowledge to a judge or jury can 
result in an unfavorable decision for 
the client. The firm may have to make 
some painful decisions about who can 
and who cannot do forensic account­
ing work. (Note: This article assumes 
that the CPA has sufficient technical 
skill to perform the task undertaken—if 
this assumption is incorrect, the CPA 
should not undertake the engage­
ment.)
With the decision made to enter or 
to expand forensic accounting, a 
marketing plan should be developed 
and put in writing. It need not be for­
mal or extensive but it must be suffi­
ciently structured that there are goals,
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